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WILLIAM WOODFORD: VICTORY AT THE ‘GREAT BRIDGE’

Introduction
This booklet originated from the author’s earlier stint as a
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, small grant recipient in 1973-75. I
was chosen to conduct research on a topic related to Virginia history. For
this award I was given a small stipend to research a topic of my choice. 1
chose William Woodford (1734-1780) and the Battle of Great Bridge,
Virginia. Earlier, especially during November 1971, I had traveled to
destinations in Eastern Virginia and to his home county. There, I viewed
and photographed his portrait in the Caroline County Courthouse, took
photos of a house - then on the site of his previous home (Windsor
Estate) - and acquired historical information about this popular and
usually successful leader of Revolutionary War shirt man and rifleman
who eventually became a Brigadier General during the American
Revolution. He was a long time friend and colleague of George
Washington. The Woodford family was related through marriage to
Lawrence Washington, George Washington’s brother.
The research paper, with its title, taken from the author’s files at
245 Main Street in Winthrop, Kennebec, ME, constitutes the content of
the booklet. Though researched and written a few months earlier, the
paper was submitted to the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation on March
15, 1975 when I lived at 198 Essex Street, South Hamilton, Essex, MA
and was the Dean of Faculty and Instruction and history teacher at
nearby North Shore Community College in Beverly, Essex, MA.
I was inspired in part to write this paper by John Robert Sellers’
doctoral dissertation, The Virginia Continental Line, 1775-1780 (1968,
Tulane University) - hereinafter referred to as Sellers.
I discovered Catesby Willis Stewart’s two volume work on
William Woodford after submitting the paper. Then, 1 purchased the
books and recently have embellished the original manuscript, somewhat,
by adding information and sources from that and other works. {Catesby
Willis Stewart, Life of Brigadier General William Woodford of the
American Revolution, 2 Volumes (Richmond: VA: Whittet &
Shepperson, 1973) - hereinafter referred to as Stewart} Her work is
filled with pertinent documents about Woodford’s life and career as a
military man with abundant narrative and documentation. In Stewart’s
first volume one finds a copy of the same framed portrait of Woodford

which 1 found and photographed in the Caroline County Courthouse in
1971 and which is embossed on the cover of this booklet.
Other major sources from which the booklet’s content is
documented include these two major works. The Letters and Papers of
Edmund Pendleton, 1734-1803, Collected and Edited by David John
Mays, 2 Volumes (Published for The Virginia Historical Society, the
University Press of Virginia, Charlottesville, 1967). William Bell Clark,
Editor, Naval Documents of the American Revolution [A multi-volume
work - Volumes two and three tell about Woodford] (Washington, D. C.:
United States Government Printing Office), II (1966); III (1968).
Photos, herein, include - a Map of The Eastern Part of Colonial
Virginia, one of Patrick Henry and another of George Washington,
Edmund Pendleton and Patrick Henry on horseback - all found in 1886
editions of the St. Nicholas magazine from two of its several articles on
George Washington by Horace E. Scudder.

WASHINGTON, PATRICK HENRY, AND EDMUND PENDLETON
ON THEIR WAY TO PHILADELPHIA,
AS DELEGATES TO THE FIRST CONTINENTAL CONGRESS.

Woodford with Washington
“When the French threatened to take over Virginia lands in the
Ohio Valley, the royal governor [Robert Dinwiddie] sent young George
Washington [age twenty-one at the time] to the frontier to hold back the
French and marauding Indians. This incredibly small band of militia was
ordered to defend the frontier. With this force, was a unit from Caroline
[County, VA] commanded by William Woodford. Woodford was raised
in an atmosphere of culture and refinement at his father’s estate in
Caroline [named for Caroline of Ansbach, wife of George 11 of Great
Britain], known as Windsor [ten miles outside of Fredericksburg on the
Rappahannock River], His father [Major William Woodford] had been
one of Governor [Alexander] Spotswood's Knights of the Golden
Horseshoe. His ancestors had been distinguished soldiers in the British
Army and he had inherited a love of military life. Woodford had been
with Washington earlier with another small force [of eight] which had
attempted to block the French at Ft. Necessity. His bravery on that
campaign was the beginning of one of the most brilliant military careers
in the history of Virginia.” (Susan F. Sili, an Internet submission about
Woodford and the Battle of Great Bridge, Virginia - hereinafter referred
to as Sili)
Later, “At the battle of Brandywine, in 1777, Woodford was
severely wounded. He recovered and returned to the field only to be
captured at the siege of Charleston. He was taken on board a British war
ship and sent to New York....” [Then, “with the surrender of Charleston
in May 1780...Woodford became a prisoner of war and died on
November 13, 1780] aboard the British prison ship Packet in 1780. He
was buried ...[“in an unmarked grave” in New York City] in Trinity
Church yard.” (Sili; Stewart, zx)
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Call to Arms
Compared to Patrick Henry, Colonel William Woodford is a
relatively unknown Virginia patriot, notwithstanding his war record and
heroics during the French and Indian War and the American
Revolution. Nonetheless, the Virginia Convention paid greater tribute to
Woodford during the waning months of 1775 when it chose the young
Caroline County colonel, over Colonel Henry of the First Virginia
Regiment, undoubtedly through the influence of the latter’s friend,
Edmund Pendleton, President of the Virginia Convention, to lead the
troops of the Second Virginia Regiment against Lord Dunmore’s troops
at the Great Bridge which was located approximately a dozen miles
south of Norfolk, Virginia.
Colonel Woodford’s father, Major William Woodford, was a
merchant, entrepreneur and land owner of the famous estate, Windsor, in
Caroline County, Virginia. The elder Woodford was a local magistrate
for many years, as he successfully mixed business and politics in the
region in and around Port Royal and Fredericksburg.
The younger Woodford followed in his father’s footsteps, adding
the titles of hero, inventor and confidant of George Washington to the list
of Indian negotiator, magistrate and army general, all of which
characterized him and others in the Woodford family tree as versatile
personages. He was commissioned Brigadier General in 1777.
After following General Washington into the Ohio country prior
to the Revolution and with the great pain and strain of family ties, joining
the Commander-in-Chief at Valley Forge and in other significant battles
in and out of New Jersey, specifically at Monmouth and Brandywine,
Woodford led his troops to Charlestown, South Carolina where he was
captured and imprisoned. He died an untimely death at age forty-six
contacting pneumonia, in prison, depriving him of returning to his
beloved Windsor, which he had inherited from his father - unable to live
out his life as a family man and beloved war hero. Woodford was given
respect by his British captives - the same as he had given to captured
Tories at the Battle of Great Bridge.
The colonel’s best known venture, in wartime, was his victory
over British Regulars at the ‘Great Bridge’ on December 9, 1775. Fourth
Earl of Dunmore or John Murray (1732-1809) - Lord Dunmore - proved
unsuccessful in holding back the aroused patriot movement at
Williamsburg from entering Norfolk as a result of Woodford’s victory.
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Upon issuing his November Seventh Proclamation (1775),
offering freedom to slaves who would join the British cause, Lord
Dunmore issued orders to his militia captains requiring them to raise
troops to checkmate all active, colonial forces in the Tidewater region of
Virginia. Dunmore described the Americans Who espoused freedom for
the colonists as being advocates of “lawless violence” against “the most
excellent constitution, under which they have hitherto enjoyed perfect
tranquility....” (Copy of Lord Dunmore’s Orders to the Militia Captains,
November 24, 1775, Pennsylvania Gazette, December 13, 1775)
By Monday, November 19, 1775, Virginia’s Royal Governor,
Dunmore, had expected to receive a list of names from each militia
captain who were capable of bearing arms, “to serve as soldiers for six
months” under his command at Norfolk. The governor believed that such
soldiers should serve for the glory of maintaining their own safety from
the least loyal of his majesty’s subjects at Norfolk, but at the same time,
allowed them the same pay and provisions granted to the King’s troops,
“...with one guinea and...crown..., bounty money, in hand, paid to
them; and good cloathing [sic], vis. a coat, waistcoat, breeches, and a hat,
which you are hereby authorized to assure them of.” (Ibid.)
To counter this move by the Admiral, Colonel Woodford had
already detached 215 riflemen with Colonel Scott and Major John
Marshall (later to become Chief Justice of the United States Supreme
Court) to the Great Bridge. Woodford had given his order on November
20th 1775. This detachment joined the main body of the Second
Virginia, at Suffolk, on the 25th, following. Suffolk was about seven
miles from Colonel Scott’s destination at the Great Bridge. {Henry
Howe, Historical Collections of Virginia.... (Charleston, SC: Babcock
& Co., 1845), 111-12; David John Mays, Edmund Pendleton, 17211803, A Biography, 2 Volumes (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1952), II, 62}
The Second Regiment’s ultimate destination was Norfolk. It was
hoped that Dunmore’s “sphere of mischief’ would be curtailed when
Woodford, “with about 800 as brave troops as the world can produce”
reached Norfolk to do battle with the governor. {Virginia Gazette
(Purdie), November 17, 1775; Robert Carter Nicholas to the Virginia
Delegates in the Continental Congress, November 25, 1775, Julian P.
Boyd, Ed., Papers of Thomas Jefferson (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1950), I, 266-68}
Many of the borough’s townspeople, at least those who had not
signed Dunmore’s oath, were apprehensive about the town having been
taken over by the King’s troops. If at all possible, they preferred to see
the town kept intact under their own control. Nonetheless, both those
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who, according to Dunmore, “deserved to be ruined and hanged” and
those to whom he claimed had “acted dastardly for Want of Protection,”
rather than seeing the borough garrisoned by the enemy and this center
for trade “opened for all the Scoundrels in the Country, were prepared to
have it destroyed.” (John Page to Thomas Jefferson, November 1 1, 1775;
Boyd, ed., Op. Cit., I, 256-59)
The Great Bridge (the town of Great Bridge incorporated in 1963
with the new city of Chesapeake) spanned a little creek and some
“swampy forest land” near the southern branch of the Elizabeth River.
Adjacent marshes were “filled and drained alternately with the flow of
the tide... making the whole breadth of morass and stream... about a half
a mile [long].” The bridge extended “across the main stream from two
islands of firm earth...,” and they were “connected with the mainland by
a causeway and smaller bridges....” Near the southern extremity of the
bridge stood a church and several wooden houses! Further inland, on the
same side of the bridge, several other houses were standing, with piles of
shingles, mostly cypress, scattered nearby. Making shingles was a trade
practiced by the inhabitants of this region prior to the battle at the Great
Bridge. On the other side of the bridge, to the north, lay open ground!
At open ground the British had established a fort to keep the
Americans from circling around from Hampton and Suffolk, penetrating
the ‘Bridge’ and taking Norfolk. The bridge was the only feasible land
route, to the south by which Norfolk could be reached. The Royal Navy
had all other potential land and water routes to the borough surrounded
by men-of-war and tenders under the command of Captain Matthew
Squire. {Allen French, The First Year of the American Revolution
(New York: Octagon Books, Inc., 1968), 577; Benson J. Lossing, The
Pictorial Field-Book of the American Revolution, 2 Volumes (NY:
Harper & Brothers, Publishers, 1855), I, 327-28; Henry B. Dawson,
Battles of the United States, By Sea and Land..., 2 Volumes (NY:
Johnson, Fry and Company, 1858, 7), 121}
The British had constructed a fort on the Norfolk side of the
bridge and eventually they planned to establish cannon to sweep the
farther causeway. On the North Carolina side of the causeway “the
Virginians had thrown up earth works, held by less than a hundred
men....” The main force was eventually assembled 200 yards in the rear.
(French, Op. Cit.)
Woodford’s troops ultimately would be required to overcome the
bridge in order to gain access to the causeway - the gateway to Norfolk.
He and his troops also expected to be detained near the bridge until
appropriate reinforcements arrived. But at the same time, these delay
tactic s aided Dunmore in strengthening his hold at Norfolk. If Woodford
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succeeded in taking the bridge and crossing the causeway, which
guaranteed patriot entrance into the borough, Dunmore knew that his
fleet could no longer be supplied from sources in and around Norfolk,
Lack of such a land base for providing support to the fleet ultimately
proved to be the governor’s downfall in the Tidewater region of Virginia.
(Mays, Op. Cit, II)
Nonetheless, the Virginia Convention cautioned Woodford not to
risk success at the bridge until properly reinforced with riflemen and
sharpshooters. (Mays, Ibid.)
Awaiting Woodford to arrive at the bridge, his men fortified
themselves “a short distance on the other side of the Elizabeth River,”
facing British troops for several days, instead of attempting to force its
passage. {Schroeder-Lossing, Life and times of Washington (NY: M. M.
Belcher Publishing Company, 1903), 713}
While at camp in Suffolk on November 29, 1775, having
reached this destination several days earlier, the Second Regiment’s
commander “received intelligence that two companies of militia” had
assembled thereabouts by order of Dunmore. Colonel Woodford
immediately dispatched Colonel Wells “with a party of volunteers, to put
a stop to their proceedings....” Wells had the good fortune to secure both
companies along with their orders. The governor’s field commander was
Colonel Willoughby. The other company’s commanding officer was
Captain Stephen Wright. (Pennsylvania Gazette, December 13, 1775)
Woodford was also informed at the same time that Colonel
Scott’s detachments had arrived at the Great Bridge at noon on
November 28, 1775. Scott sent out small parties of his troops, upon
arrival, who secured all the small water craft afloat in the area. Colonel
Scott described the British fort near the bridge “to be an unfinished
stockade without any cannon yet mounted....” He also informed Colonel
Woodford of a plan to cross the creek early in the morning of the 29th,
with a small number of troops to attack the enemy stationed thereabouts
on each side of the water way and causeway. Speculation, in camp at the
bridge at that point in time, was to ‘sustain battle’ with Dunmore’s
forces. (Ibid.)
The same day that Scott arrived at the Great Bridge, Lieutenant
Stamford, on a “scouting party” for Woodford at Suffolk, startled a camp
of Blacks, who scattered. Stamford called for their immediate surrender
and finding one of them “preparing for battle...shot Him through the
head with his rifle.” (Ibid.)
Meanwhile, Scott had taken several prisoners, “particularly
one Ives,” a very active British partisan. The governor “had withdrawn
most of his troops from the bridge by the end of November, leaving only
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a few Tories and slaves. The Committee of Safety of North Carolina,
anxious to support Woodford’s troops at the bridge, offered him “the
assistance of their troops,” stationed at Currituck, nearly a day’s march
from the Great Bridge. (Ibid.)
Dunmore dug in at Norfolk, where possible, “preparing barracks
for his troops near the distillery.” Boasts “that several Scotch Tories in
that borough” held command over several Black companies strengthened
British confidence that the Americans would be defeated with “odds of
five to one.” (Ibid.)
Patriot stories coming out of Norfolk at this time, concerning
Dunmore’s exploitation of Blacks, paralleled those accusing the
governor of having burned “sundry homes” in Norfolk along with the
prison. The governor, nonetheless, had made sure that all prisoners were
released from the prison before it was razed. Supposedly, Dunmore gave
the order to bum some of the buildings in Norfolk to keep Americans
from occupying them if the latter penetrated that borough through
military force. (Ibid.)
The governor’s cruel policy toward Blacks soon was discovered
by this segment of Virginia’s inhabitants. His “great encouragement to
unwary Negroes” to join the British cause led to negative benefits for
Blacks, when, according to one American newspaper, Lord Dunmore
disposed of “these unfortunate creatures” in the West Indies “to defray
his Lordship’s expenses....” Others, according to the same source, “such
as he took a dislike to,” the governor “delivered up to their masters, to be
punished.” Dunmore’s famous Proclamation, in part issued as a result of
Woodford’s orders from the Virginia Convention to take Norfolk and
which invited “the slaves of rebels, as he was pleased to say, to repair to
his standard,” brought a “considerable number’ of Blacks to take “the
oath of allegiance.” In the final analysis and perhaps closer to the truth,
most of the Blacks were told to return to their masters. “Some runaways,
however, remained but these were kept constantly employed digging
entrenchments in wet ground till at length the severity of their labour
[sic] forced many of them to fly.” Blacks had little understanding or
experience with firearms, but in spite of this situation, Dunmore was
accused by the patriots of threatening their use “in the front of battle, to
prevent their flying, in case of an engagement” at which time it was
assumed they would make their escape. There are no exact figures on
how many Blacks rallied to Dunmore at Norfolk. Neither has the extent
of their suffering, as a result, been codified accurately. (Ibid.)
Some of the freed slaves proved to be very effective at warfare.
Late in November 1775, “a party of men, chiefly blacks [sic], from a
tender, came up to...Benjamin Wells’ [property] at Mulberry [I]sland,
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pillaged his house of everything, such as bedding, wearing apparel,
liquors, a watch, a stock of poultry, and carried off two negro [sic]
girls.” The party informed Wells’ wife “that they had orders to bum the
house; which they certainly have put into execution had it not been for
her earnest entreaty to spare it...” because of some sick children who
would have perished in their beds if the house had been swept with
flames. (Ibid.)
Many of the Norfolk area Blacks were owned by Scottish
merchants who were loyal to the Crown. The same mercantile
community, according to at least one patriot, held mortgage to more than
the value of all the land in Virginia. The latter was considered one of the
key reasons Americans in the Virginia Colony rebelled against the
Mother Country. As late as 1782 the British were still wanting and
expecting to subdue the colonists. (John Shuttleworth to Lord George
Germain [late 1775], Germain Papers, 1768-1782, Colonial Williams
burg)
Lord Dunmore kept General William Howe apprised of activities
near the Great Bridge during the month of November. Captain Samuel
Leslie (not to be confused with Britain’s Colonel Alexander Leslie who
retreated from Salem, Essex, MA back to Marblehead, in face of armed
citizenry, there, on February 26, 1775 - Lelsie wanted their cannon) was
successful, on November 23, when he and some of the King’s troops
routed Woodford’s shirt men at Kemp’s Landing, several miles from the
Bridge. Shirt man was another name for rifleman; they wore long
hunting shirts, even in battle.
As early as the 14th of November, Dunmore learned “that a party
of about a hundred...North Carolina Rebels had marched to the
Assistance of those in this colony” and were posted near the Great
Bridge. Even then, the governor recognized the bridge as “a very
essential pass into this part of the Country.” Accordingly, Dunmore
placed a number of his corps from the Fourteenth Regiment, in boats,
and landed them within four miles of the bridge. Upon reaching Kemp’s
Landing, Woodford noticed that the birds had flown away - a sign that
the enemy had already arrived at a nearby location. Hearing that
approximately 250 rebels were within a ten mile range of his troops, the
governor “determined to beat up their quarters, and accordingly
proceeded about eight miles” toward his enemy when the rebels fired on
the advanced guard from the woods. Dunmore immediately ordered his
troops “to rush in upon them and at the same time sent a party of the
regulars with Volunteers on all quarters.” The King’s troops “pursued
them for a mile or more, killed a few, drove others into a creek where
they were drowned” and took nine prisoners, including Colonel Joseph
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Hutchings who led the Princess Anne Militia. British losses included one
wounded man who showed good promise of recovering. (Captain Samuel
Leslie to Major General William Howe, November 26, 1775, United
States Revolution Papers, Library of Congress; Lord Dunmore to Major
General William Howe, November 30, 1775, United States Revolution
Papers, Library of Congress; John Page to the Delegates to the
Continental Congress, November 17, 1775, Lee Papers, University of
Virginia Library; Virginia Gazette (Purdie), November 17, 1775)
Bolstered by his success at Kemp’s Landing, but hearing that
nearly 1000 additional riflemen were about to attack his troops near the
bridge, Dunmore made the decision to take the causeway and the Great
Bridge as rapidly as feasible. He ordered that a stockade fort be erected
there, which was finished several days later. He manned the fort with an
officer, twenty-five regulars, volunteers and some Blacks. (Lord
Dunmore to Major General William Howe, November 30, 1775, Op.
Cit)
Dunmore Damaged

Lord Dunmore demonstrated preference for a full complement of
troops from the Fourteenth and Sixty-Fourth Regiments before taking on
the Virginia Second Regiment and other colonial troops who were
beginning to converge upon the ‘bridge region’ from surrounding
Tidewater towns and boroughs.
Nonetheless, his written plea to General Howe, days before the
battle, was never received. Related correspondence was intercepted from
the sloop, Betsey, taken into Beverly, Essex, MA as a prize of war by
Captain John Manley aboard the Lee, a patriot and armed vessel of note
in George Washington’s (commissioned), New England Fleet. {Ibid.-,
Lord Dunmore to Captain Samuel Leslie, December 2, Peter Force,
Comp., American Archives, Fourth Series, 4 Volumes (Washington, D.
C.: M. St. Clair Clarke and Peter force, 1837-1853), IV, 350; Donald W.
Beattie, Army’s Navy in a Year of Revolution (Wenham, MA: Gordon
College Press, 1976), 129-130, 236 - hereinafter sourced as Beattie}
Beattie and J. Richard Collins, in another account (published in
1969), wrote this about the Betsey and Lee encounter. “The Lee captured
the sixty-ton sloop Betsey, John Atkinson, December 17, 1775. Because
of the importance of the official papers aboard the prize, Washington
considered the Betsey Tittle inferior to any prize our famous Manley has
taken’. The craft was brought into Beverly where its cargo of Indian
com, potatoes, and oats was stored. The Betsey was an armed vessel
dispatched by Lord Dunmore, royal governor of Virginia to Boston.”
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Dunmore’s headquarters was aboard the Otter off Norfolk, Virginia. He
would take to the vessel upon leaving Norfolk after the crushing defeat
of Captain Leslie by Colonel William Woodford’s patriot force at the
Battle of Great Bridge, earlier, on December 9, 1775. A valuable ‘packet
of letters’ from the ‘prize’, Betsey, was confiscated and sent to
Cambridge from Beverly - the birthplace and staging ground of
Washington’s New England Fleet - by Captain James Chambers rather
than entrusting them to a ‘common express’. Upon investigation of the
letters, Washington informed Congress, if Dunmore’s stronghold in
Virginia were not crushed, the fate of the American Colonies would be in
constant jeopardy. {Force, Op. Cit., 313, 314, 316-52; Pennsylvania
Journal and Weekly Advertiser, January 3, 1776, 3; see the entire work
by William Bell Clark, George Washington’s Navy (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana University Press, 1960) and Donald W. Beattie and J. Richard
Collins, Washington’s New England Fleet: Beverly’s Role in its
Origins, 1775-77 (Salem, MA: Newcomb & Gauss Co., 1969), 20, 57;
Myron J. Smith, Jr., Navies in the American Revolution: A
Bibliography, American Naval Bibliography, Vol. I (Metuchen, N.J.:
The Scarecrow Press, 1973), 13, 15-16, 177-193}
In 1976, the Beverly, MA Historical Commission funded the
publication of Donald W. Beattie’s Army’s Navy in a Year of
Revolution. That history says this about the significance of taking the
prize, Betsey: “The Betsey proved to be Manley’s last prize in 1775. He
took it into Beverly on December 17. It was an armed vessel.... Its
Captain, John Atkinson, had previously been a midshipman belonging to
the H.M.S. Otter off Norfolk, Virginia....” (Washington to Hancock,
December 18, 1775; Pennsylvania Packet, January 8, 1776. Moylan to
Reed, January 2, 1775; Receipt for Indian Com and Oats from the Prize
Sloop Betsey, January 1, 1776)
Further, Beattie told, the “packet of letters, found aboard the
sloop, exposed Lord Dunmore’s efforts to sustain a British stronghold in
Virginia....” (Washington to Hancock, December 18, 1775) The
Commander-in-Chief “...found John Stuart’s letters and papers [for
example] ...very enlightening and interesting. Stuart was the British
Superintendent of Indian Affairs for the Southern Department.” (Beattie,
129)
General John Glover, the famous ‘Marblehead Mariner’, who
later ferried General George Washington across the Delaware,
“.. .became the overseer of the crew, passengers and prisoners taken from
the Betsey. His troops were stationed at Beverly. Glover received
over...[fifteen pounds sterling] for taking the prisoners to headquarters.
The letters and papers were forwarded to the Continental Congress by
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Captain James Chambers, by order of the Commander-in-Chief. British
prisoners, sent to headquarters, at Cambridge included, Colonel Moses
Kirkland, described by Washington as a ‘dangerous fellow’; Captain
Thomas Matthews, a Virginia militiaman and a delegate to the Virginia
assembly; William Robinson; and Captain (Beattie, 129) William Deane
and Oliver Porter, both shipmasters. Washington showed a keen interest
in sending Kirkland to Philadelphia to be quizzed by John Hancock.
Kirkland, supposedly had enlisted 300 slaves and convicts...[who were
recruited] to fight against the patriots in Virginia. Dunmore had sent
Kirkland to Boston and recommended that General Howe give the
colonel a commission.” (Beattie, 130; Pennsylvania Packet, January 8,
1775; Washington to Hancock, December 18, 1775; Dunmore to Graves,
November 24, 1775)

Victory at the Great Bridge
Ready or not, the battle was imminent to all if not yet a reality.
This inevitable confrontation was to become the first major land battle
between rebels and regulars in the Tidewater Region. The Continental
Congress, recognizing the importance of the region in and around
Norfolk, suggested to the Virginia Convention that a democratic form of
government be established at Williamsburg. The Convention was to
prepare for a “full and free representation of the people....” (Vice
Admiral Graves to Captain Matthew Squire, H.M. Sloop Otter,
November 29, 1775, Graves Conduct, Appendix, 108, British Museum;
Journal of H.M. Sloop Otter, Captain Matthew Squire, November 26, 27,
28, 19, 1775, Public Record Office, Admiralty 51/663)
It was to be a government which would “most effectually secure
peace and good order in the colony, during the continuance of the present
dispute between Great Britain and these colonies.” {Journal of the
Continental Congress, December 4, 1775, Worthington C. Ford, Ed., Et
AL, Journals of the Continental Congress, 1774-1789, 34 Volumes
(Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 19041937), 7/7,402-04}
Skirmishes broke out spontaneously at the Great Bridge during
the first several days of December. Woodford kept the Convention
informed of these actions near the bridge. The shirt men or riflemen
killed sixteen Blacks and five regulars, though they also gave ground,
about five miles from the base camp, when Lieutenant Thomas Tibbs,
commander of Colonel Woodford’s boat guard, was attached by the
King’s troops.
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Tibbs and four of his men maintained the post until reinforced by
Lieutenant Colonel Charles Scott and fifty men under Captain George
Nicholas’ command. Still, the Americans experienced “very heavy fire
from the enemy.” Seven of the King’s men and two patriots were lost in
the skirmishes. {Lieutenant Colonel Charles Scott to a Williamsburg
Correspondent, December 4, 1775, Virginia Gazette (Purdie), December
8, 1775; Pennsylvania Journal, December 20, 1775; William Wirt
Henry, Patrick Henry: Life, Correspondence and Speeches, 3 Volumes
(NY: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1891), I, 334-35}

PATRICK HENRY

Sometime on the fourth of December, Scott sent 100 minutemen
under Colonel Adam Stephen’s (sometimes called Edward Stevens)
“Minute Battalion” across the southern branch of the Elizabeth River to
spy on the opposition. They closed on the sentinel undiscovered, at first,
but the sentinel ultimately challenged the shirt men, “was not answered”
and fired again. Then Stephen’s or Stevens’ men got eager and without
orders also fired. Very hot firing continued for fifteen minutes. The
minutemen killed two Blacks - one in a house firing - and captured two
others. This skirmish reduced the British guard’s effectiveness on the
Norfolk side of the Great Bridge. (Lieutenant Colonel Charles Scott to a
Williamsburg Correspondent, December 5, 1775, Virginia Gazette
(Purdie), December 8, 1775)
Colonel William Woodford had been in place near the bridge
since December 2, 1775. He had marched his troops in from Suffolk.
Eight to nine hundred Carolina troops were expected to reinforce the
Second Virginia, but only one company of soldiery came in to help with
the battle which crystallized on December 9th. Some of these Carolina
troops had come in on December 3rd. On the 7th of December, three
companies of Colonel Patrick Henry’s First Virginia Regiment “were
hurried off as reinforcements.” They were well-equipped with powder.
Six additional companies of minute men from Amelia and Southampton
also were alerted and ordered to follow the companies of the First
Regiment to aid Woodford at the Great Bridge. Upon making contact,
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troops from Henry’s and Woodford’s regiments displayed the same
coolness which existed between Virginia’s two leading colonels.
Woodford had about 800 troops under his command when battle finally
broke on the 9th. British firepower at the stockade included two fourpounders and a number of swivels and wall pieces. The British had
approximately 200 regulars and between 200 and 300 Blacks and
volunteers, including a number of sergeants and captains. (William
Woodford to Edmund Pendleton, December 4, 1775, Richmond College
Historical Papers, University of Virginia, I, No.l, 106-09; Mays,
Edmund Pendleton, 1721-1803, A Biography, II, Op. Cit)
Woodford always kept Pendleton informed of the state of affairs
at the Great Bridge but Pendleton, not always, Henry. Nonetheless, the
same day that some of Henry’s troops arrived at the bridge, Edmund
Pendleton, President of the Convention (a long time rival of the First
Regiment’s colonel, Patrick Henry), informed Woodford of the manner
by which communication between the Convention and the American
commander at the Great Bridge would occur: four horses and riders were
to be located at Williamsburg, Cobham, Smithfield and Suffolk,
respectively, for purposes of meeting each other, daily, to exchange
dispatches. Such policy reinforced Woodford’s intent to keep the
Convention, if not Henry, informed of activities at the bridge. Pendleton
and Woodford were from the same county and long time allies and
trusted friends. (William Woodford to Edmund Pendleton, December 7,
1775, Burk, History of Virginia, Op.Cit., Mays, Op.Cit., II, 70)
Lord Dunmore’s breastwork, a “formidable stockade-like fort
constructed of mud, logs, and planking from the bridge” was located on
the “lower part of the street joining the Causeway....” (Sellers, 89)
His sentries were posted not far from a rubbish heap, which lay
close to the dismantled bridge. The British had previously taken away the
planking which had permitted easy access to the fort. On the evening of
the 4th, Lieutenant Charles Scott, who was interrupted by a gun shot
while writing a letter, recorded a set of incidents which stirred
Woodford’s troops to call an alert: “...we saw a large pile of buildings at
the far end of this town all in flames, between which and the fort we had
4 sentinels, who can give no account how it happened.... [T]he fire was
discovered when the gun fired; and by the time the men got paraded a
volley of small arms was fired from the [British]] fort, mixed with now
and then a cannon shot.” Eventually, at “About 11 at night it ceased for
about half an hour, when to our great surprise, we saw several other
houses in a blaze....” (Lieutenant Colonel Charles Scott to a
Williamsburg Correspondent, December 4, 1775, Virginia Gazette
(Purdie), Decembers, 1775)
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Unlike Lord Dunmore’s claim to General Howe, giving
assurances of the abundance of provisions and comforts for both man
and beast, Woodford described his plight as being otherwise to the
Virginia Convention and Patrick Henry. He had little flour, less com and
no fodder or hay for the horses. The men needed more blankets for
warmth and additional ammunition for the anticipated battle. The Second
Virginia shirt men were in good spirits, though they were still needing
good housing and straw. Straw was used primarily to absorb the
dampness in the housing which often displayed wet earthen floors.
Cannon were few, as were the carriages, the latter of which when used to
convey baggage for the troops were in such poor condition that much
valuable time was wasted when the troops were marching. Woodford
hoped that at least the officers would be provided pack horses and
saddles to accommodate greater efficiency of troop movement. (William
Woodford to Edmund Pendleton, December 4, 1775, Op. Cit.)
Several days before the Battle of Great Bridge, Woodford’s shirt
men seized twenty Blacks. Blacks were to be proceeded against as all
others, according to the rules of war, as indicated in Woodford’s
instructions as an officer in the Second Virginia Regiment. Upon
reporting the incident to Pendleton, nonetheless, Woodford noted that his
officers would have made an immediate example of the prisoners if the
colonel had not waited for further orders on the matter from the Virginia
Convention. Woodford stated in his correspondence that “on a matter of
so much importance as Life and Death, I thought proper to post-pone any
step of the work,” until further instructed. (Ibid., 110-12)
While about ninety new British reinforcements were getting
settled at the stockade, near the Great Bridge, Colonel Scott, up-river,
where Woodford kept his boats was routing British regulars who had
posted themselves opposite the rebels’ boat guard. (Ibid., 114; John Page
to Richard Henry Lee, December 9, 1775, Lee Papers, University of
Virginia)
The 250 regulars, mentioned earlier as part of Dunmore’s total
forces at the Great Bridge, had arrived about three in the morning on
December 9th. After a reveille of drum beating for two hours, these
forces, under the command of Captain Samuel Leslie, replaced missing
planks and started across the main bridge which spanned the causeway.
They had high hopes of destroying the nearby breastwork which had
been established by Woodford’s troops. (Virginia Gazette, December 16,
1775)
The causeway at the bridge was narrow and only about six men
could march abreast. This prevented maneuvers. The sharpshooting shirt
men held prime command of both the bridge and the causeway’s
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southern bearing. A large number of Colonel Woodford’s riflemen were
encamped in such a position that their use of “short-range firearms” gave
“the best possible advantage to the defenders and every disadvantage to
the attackers....” It was under these odds that Dunmore’s regulars and
grenadiers were ordered to attack. (Mays, Op. Cit., II, 72).
This inopportune attack was ordered by Dunmore because the
governor worried about the uncertainty of “reports that the rebels were
receiving reinforcements” and had been promised artillery supplies from
North Carolina rebels. Dunmore feared that this military aid would
enable the rebels to “blast his troops from the Hog pen, thereby clearing
the road to Norfolk.” {Ibid., 71; Virginia Gazette (Purdie), December
15, 1775; Lord Dunmore to Lord Dartmouth, December 13, 1775, Public
Record Office, Colonial Office, 5, 1353, F. 646)
The Hog Pen was the name given by the colonists, nearby, to the
stockade that the British had built from planks, earlier taken from the
‘massive’ Great Bridge and other local ‘debris’. Pejoratively, it also was
called Fort Murray after the royal governor’s name, John Murray (Lord
Dunmore). It was far from that according to Sellers who calls it
“certainly something more than a ‘hog pen’, as Thomas Ludwell Lee [an
early Virginia colonist, 1690-1750] had derisively described it; three or
four companies could hide behind its walls.” (Sellers, 89)
Sellers further states, “The fort was situated on the farther end of
two islands, each of which anchored one end of the bridge, and it was
built so as to command both the bridge and its approaches.” (Ibid.)
He describes the bridge as being “only about forty yards long,
but a wide morass that ran along each side of the river made it impossible
to reach either island except by causeways constructed for that purpose.
The causeway on the south side of the river (the patriot side) was about
160 yards in length, which more than quadrupled the exposed position
the rebels would be in should they launch a frontal assault.” (Ibid.)
Woodford’s troops were alarmed about 5:30 on Saturday
morning, December 9, by the firing of enemy guns. The regulars had
been routinely saluting reveille with firearms for several mornings. As
a result, the rebels could have been taken off guard by the shots had they
not heard the words of the British Adjutant, Blackburn, who called out to
his men - “Boys, stand to your arms." Colonel Woodford and Major
Alexander Spotswood reacted, quickly, “got equipped” and ran out of
their quarters to assess the situation. Woodford took command at the
breastwork and Spotswood’s “alarm post being 250 yards in another
quarter,” ran to the location as rapidly as possible. By the time he had
“made ready engaging, a very heavy fire ensued at the [enemy]
breastwork” which contained not more than sixty men. Firing continued
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for about half an hour after which the enemy shifted tactics. (Extract of a
letter from Major Spotswood, of Col][onel] Woodford’s regiment to a
friend in this city [Williamsburg], dated Great Bridge, December 9
(1775], Pennsylvania Gazette, December 27, 1775)
Sustaining considerable losses in the stockade, the King’s troops
marched up to the American entrenchments “with fixed bayonets” and
were met by young rebel sharpshooters who “received them with
firmness, and behaved as well as it was possible for soldiers to do.”
Captain Samuel Leslie, of the regulars, “commanded the fort on the other
side of the bridge.” Captain Charles Fordyce, of the grenadiers, led the
vanguard with his company, while Lieutenant Battit commanded an
advance party of regulars. Fordyce got shot only several yards from the
British breastwork along with twelve privates. Lieutenant Battit and
seventeen soldiers, all wounded, were taken prisoners. Several other
wounded regulars were carried into the British fort, “under cover of their
cannon, and from the blood on the bridge,” it appeared that nearly half of
the King’s detachment had been killed, although in all probability the
total number came to less than three score in all. (Ibid.)
If the regulars behaved “like true bom Englishmen,” while both
fighting and dying, the rebels demonstrated similar bravery and military
professionalism, particularly at the end of the battle. Major Spotswood,
commenting on Colonel Woodford’s character as a soldier, stated that
the latter was “a brave officer, and a man I love.” The colonel sent
Ensign Benjamin Hoomes to inform the British that if they would not
open fire upon the Americans that the enemy dead and wounded could be
retrieved from the patriots. This agreement was carried through without
incident. British prisoners were given the greatest of care, and Captain
Fordyce was buried with military honors, “due to his rank.” {Ibid.\
Colonel Woodford to Edmund Pendleton, December 9, 1775, Virginia
Gazette, (Dixon and Hunter), December 16, 1775}
The dead, British hero, Captain Fordyce, was described by a
civilian, contemporary friend - genteel if not handsome - as being
interested in as well as being musical, generous and one who took the
task of military commitment so seriously that no matter the consequence
of the battle at the bridge, he had predicted his own short future. His
body was riddled no less than seventeen or eighteen shots in as many
parts of his body. {Edward W. James, Lower Norfolk County Antiquary
(Baltimore: Press of the Fredenwell Co., 1899), II, 137}
Of the enemy dead, Richard Kidder Meade, an eye witness of the
battle at the Great Bridge, described the heroics of the English in
gruesome terms: “...the like is not to be equall’d [sic] in history; they
fought, bled, and died, like Englishmen” and “were treated as such.” He
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witnessed “the horrors of war in perfection, worse than can be imagn’d
[sic]; 10 and 12 bullets thro’ [sic] many; limbs broke[n] in 2 or 3 places;
brains turning out. Good God, what a sight!” (Richard Kidder Meade to
Colonel Theodorick Bland, Jr., December 18, 1775, The Bland Papers:
Being a Selection from the Manuscripts of Colonel Theodorick Bland,
Jr., 2 Volumes (Petersburg, VA: Printed by Edmund & Julian C. Ruffins,
1840,/, 39)
The twelve prisoners taken by Woodford’s troops stated that
Dunmore’s party at the Great Bridge included only 500 men, including
Blacks and volunteers, and that just 200 of the King’s soldiers had been
readied for combat. In the end, only sixty or so grenadiers participated in
the ‘squeeze play’ at the causeway. From these same prisoners, it was
learned that the governor was expecting a reinforcement of Highlanders
in January 1776. (William Woodford to Edmund Pendleton, December 9,
1775, Richmond College Historical Papers, Op. Cit., 115)
Virginian, Edward Stevens (sometimes in the sources named
Adam Stephen as noted earlier), a “...Lieutenant Colonel of the
Minutemen... [had been] appointed over the detachment under [Colonel]
Woodford....” He “...eventually rose to the rank of Brigadier General.
General Stevens [or Stephen] fought with distinction at the battles of
Great Bridge, Brandywine, Germantown, Camden, Guilford Court House
and Yorktown.” (Internet text - “Discharge of the Battalion,” by Kyle
Willyard, copyrighted, 1995 - http://www.liming.org/nwta/index.html )
It was Colonel Edward Stevens (Sellers refers to the ‘victor’ as
Adam Stephen, nonetheless), commanding the riflemen, who actually
took the bridge, permitting entrance into Norfolk by land. William
Woodford, who did not directly participate in the fighting, praised his
troops and described the battle as a miniature Bunker Hill, “with the
difference, that we kept our post, and had only one man
wounded...[Captain Thomas Nash].” (Colonel William Woodford to
Edmund Pendleton, December 10, 1775, Virginia Gazette (Purdie),
December 15, 1775; Sellers, 93, 96, 97, 98)
One epitaph to the deceased, as well as being an effort to soften
the blow of a vicious loss which greatly dispirited those in support of the
King in Virginia, was described in passionate and patriotic terms by one
of Dunmore’s midshipmen:
“Figure to yourself a strong breastwork built across a causeway, on
which six men only could advance a-breast; a large swamp almost
surrounding them, at the back of which were two small breast-works to
flank us in our attack on their [entrenchments. Under these
disadvantages it was impossible to succeed; yet our men were so
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enraged, that all the [e]ntreaties, and scarcely the threats of their Officers,
could prevail on them to retreat; which at last they did.... We had sixty
killed, wounded, and taken prisoners...men all universally esteemed and
for whom all shed tears; but these are dried upon reflecting, that they fell
fighting for their King and Country.” (Letter from a Midshipman On
board H.M. Sloop Otter, December 9, 1775, Lloyd’s Evening Post and
British Chronicle, March 4-6, 1776)

British troops and volunteers evacuated the stockade on the same
day of the battle and marched to Norfolk. All hope of continuing a
defense of that borough was abandoned, and the British soldiers were
taken aboard navy transports. A number of Loyalists also took refuge
with the governor in his fleet’s vessels. {Ibid.-, Sellers, 98-99)
The Virginia Convention highly approved of Woodford’s
conduct and success at the Battle of Great Bridge along with that of his
troops. This body also praised Woodford for his “humane treatment of,
and kind attention to, the unfortunate, though brave officers and soldiers,
who were made prisoners in the late action near the Great Bridge....”
{Journal of the Virginia Convention, December 12, 1775, The
Proceedings of the Convention of Delegates Held at the Town of
Richmond, in the Colony of Virginia, On Friday, the Is' of December,
1775. And afterwards by Adjournment in the City of Williamsburg
(Richmond, VA: Ritchie, Trueheart & Du-Val, 1816), 63; Sellers, 98}
The day after the Battle of Great Bridge, Woodford took
possession of the British fort and made an inventory of the stores found
therein: “7 guns, 4 of them sorry bayonet, 29 spades, 2 shovels, 6
cannon, a few shot, some bedding, a part of a hogshead of rum, 2 barrels
of bread, about 20 quarters of beef, half a box of candles, 4 or five dozen
of quart bottles, 4 or five iron pots, a few axes and old lumber....”
{Virginia Gazette, December 16, 1775)
The arms inventory taken from the abandoned British stockade
was more substantial: “2 silver mounted suzees with bayonets, 1 steel do.
without bayonet, 24 well fixed muskets with bayonets, 6 muskets without
bayonets, 28 cartouch boxes and pouches; 3 silver mounted cartouch
boxes, 2 cannon do., 36 bayonet belts... 1 barrel with powder and
cartridges....” (Extract of a letter from Col. Woodford to Edmund
Pendleton, Esq. President of the Convention, December 10, 1775,
Virginia Gazette, December 16, 1775)
Other articles taken from the stockade included: “...27 caps, 2
hats... 1 silk handkerchief with linen in it, 2 watches, cash [equaling] 12s.
6d., 1 pair of gloves, 4 stocks and buckles, 1 pair of silver buckles, 3 pair
of silver knee buckles, 2 snuffboxes, 10 knives, 1 barrel with ball and
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oakum....” These items were also found: “...12 coats, 12 waistcoats, 11
pair of shoes, 12 pair of garters, 1 pair of breeches, 1 shirt, 1 pair of
stockings, a parcel of old knee buckles, a parcel of old buttons and 1
black handkerchief.” It appears that Woodford was quite careful to list
everything on his inventory to the Convention, perhaps because of his
desire to demonstrate how disciplined his troops were and his own
commitment to the honor of being an officer and a gentleman. He
determined to retain the arms for the use of the army and dispose of the
other articles at public sale “and apply the money arising from the sale in
such a manner as the Convention shall be pleased to direct.” (Ibid.)
Arriving with heavy artillery, though a day too late to
participate in the battle at the bridge, were 250 troops from North
Carolina under command of Colonel Vail, “...composed of regulars,
minute men, militia and volunteers....” They brought six cannon,
employed thereafter, to support Woodford’s and their Colonel Howe’s
efforts at Norfolk. (Ibid.)
Woodford accounted for all of his Virginia troops to the
Convention on December 10. Though he noted no knowledge of the
whereabouts of Colonel Howe, himself, the “number of forces he
commands, how armed and provided, or when or where he intends to
join me.” Another concern for which no answer is recorded was the
intent of the Convention for the prisoners taken at the Great Bridge: “It
was Woodford’s wish to have orders for what is to be done with the
wounded prisoners, when able to travel.” (Ibid.)
Sometime following the battle but prior to marching to Norfolk,
Woodford informed the inhabitants of Princess Anne and Norfolk
Counties, in Virginia, by letter, that he hoped the recent action at the
Great Bridge would convince them “that we are able to give you that
Protection which we were sent down to afford you....” He also assured
them that even though some had taken Dunmore’s oath and carried arms
against the colonists that it was not his intent “to insure any...Persons or
Properties; on the contrary...to protect them and afford...Assistance.... ”
Having extended these assurances, Woodford expected the inhabitants to
“behave well’ with his troops and to “view all the Passes and other
Places where an Enemy may be concealed, & give me or the nearest
officer...immediate Notice thereof....” He closed his letter with a
promise to send a number of his men at Kemp’s Landing “to protect that
Place, till the Arrival of Troops, & make the best Provision for Our
Reception.” {William Woodford, Colonel Second Virginia Regiment To
the Inhabitants of Princess Anne & Norfolk Counties, ca. December 10,
1775, The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, I, No. 4 (April,
1894), 458}
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Two days after the battle, December 11, 1775, Colonel
Woodford sent Lieutenant Colonel Edward Stevens to Kemp’s Landing
(Kempsville, well before 1975 at least - this author had spent holidays
and many summers in Princess Ann and Norfolk Counties, with his
family, during the years 1961-1967 and learned the geography, well), ten
miles southeasterly of Norfolk and some distance above the Great
Bridge, “to secure every person in that neighborhood that had left
Norfolk since the battle of Great Bridge....” Stevens or Stephen
commanded “The Culpeper Minute Battalion.” This company had “first
marched to Culpeper Court-house, then to Richmond and on to
Williamsburg, prior to meeting Woodford’s Second Virginia Regiment at
the bridge for the engagement with the British. {Colonel William
Woodford to Edmund Pendleton, Virginia Gazette (Purdie), December
15, 1775; William and Mary Quarterly Historical Magazine, XV, No. 3
(January, 1903), 213}
It is assumed that the inhabitants of the southern environs of
Norfolk now had a greater appreciation for the Virginia regiments
assigned to preserve liberty for the colonists through the efforts of the
Convention. Certainly Dunmore’s regulars and officers had a greater
respect for the riflemen after the losses of grenadiers at the Great Bridge.
Blacks were somewhat demoralized with both Dunmore’s antics and the
success of Woodford. Even the Royal governor, Lord Dunmore, was
dismayed “and abandoned all thought of further defending Norfolk.” No
longer would British troops assume that shirt men and other rebel forces
“would quickly retreat before regular troops.” Evidence for this new
thinking is best represented by Captain Leslie paying his compliments to
Colonel Woodford for fair treatment of prisoners, after the Battle of
Great Bridge. (Extract of a letter from Col. Woodford to Edmund
Pendleton..., December 10, 1775, Op. Cit.)
Major Francis Eppes’ troops and 340 North Carolina militiamen,
under Colonel Robert Howe’s command, joined Woodford’s shirt men at
the bridge on December 12, 1775. On the same day, Woodford reported
to the Convention of his intentions to march to Norfolk on December
13th. Combining their forces, Woodford and Howe entered Norfolk with
their troops and artillery on December 15. Having received his officer’s
commission prior to Woodford, Colonel Howe took command of the
American forces at Norfolk. Woodford took a subordinate position to
Howe with grace and style. (Force, comp., Op. Cit., IV, 233, 277-78;
Virginia Gazette (Pinckney), December 23, 1775)
The American force at Norfolk numbered about 1200 soldiers
and officers. Shortly after occupation of the borough, Woodford afforded
protection to 250 Scottish Highlanders, who, with the loss of their ship
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and the inhumanity of Dunmore, had been forced to put into Norfolk in
late December. Colonel Howe displayed similar gentlemanly character as
an officer when he conveyed the following message to Captain Henry
Bellew of the Royal Navy, who asked the commanding officer at Norfolk
to keep the rebel sentinels in check when women and children from
aboard Dunmore’s vessels sought refuge ashore. Howe gave the sentinels
orders to refrain from offering “insult or injury” to persons or craft
entering the harbor for non-hostile purposes. {Ibid., A Letter to the
Printer of the Virginia Gazette, Virginia Gazette (Pinckney), December
30, 1775; Colonel Robert Howe to Captain Henry Bellew, H.M.S.
Liverpool, December 30, 1775}
Although George Washington thought highly of Woodford’s and
Howe’s efforts at the Great Bridge and Norfolk, he expressed grave fear
for the future of Virginia as long as Dunmore continued to linger in off
shore waters. He suggested to Hancock that Congress should “dispossess
his Lordship of the strong hold he has got in Virginia,” and “that the fate
of America” depended greatly upon forcing Dunmore to evacuate
Norfolk during the early months of 1776. (George Washington to John
Hancock, December 18, 1775, Papers of the Continental Congress, 152,
I, 351-55, National Archives)
The Commander-in Chiefs remarks were even more candid as
he confided in Richard Henry Lee, telling him that Dunmore’s
intercepted letters, aboard the Betsey, revealed such “diabolical schemes”
that if the governor were not “crushed before spring, he will become the
most formidable enemy America has; his strength will increase as a snow
ball rolling and faster, if some expedient cannot be hit upon to convince
the slaves and servants of the impotency of his designs.” The letters
revealed that the governor had been seeking sufficient reinforcements “to
transplant the war to the southern colonies.” Merely forcing Dunmore
aboard ship was not sufficient, according to Washington: “nothing less
than depriving him of life or liberty will secure peace to Virginia, as
motives of resentment actuate his conduct, to a degree equal to the total
destruction of the colony.” {George Washington to Richard Henry Lee,
December 26, 1775, John Fitzpatrick, ed., Writings of Washington, IV
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1931-1944), 186-87}
Washington’s fears of an all out war in the Southern Colonies
were not all unfounded. On December 25, 1775, Vice Admiral Samuel
Graves of the British Royal Navy ordered the sloops Liverpool,
Kingfisher, Otter, Tamer, Raven and Cruizer to Virginia, North
Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia and the schooner St. Lawrence to
St. Augustine, Florida to “take, sink, bum or otherwise destroy all
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Pirates and Rebels....” (Vice Admiral Samuel Graves to Captain Andrew
Barkley, H.M.S. Scarborough, December 26, 1775)
Although the British Ministry did not sympathize with the antics
of the Americans in Virginia, neither did it support Dunmore’s desire to
receive reinforcements, under his command, to center British resistance
to the American Revolution in Virginia. Wheat prices had dropped off
sharply, within the year in Virginia, from “four and a half shillings to one
per bushel....” Lord North rested his expectations of Virginia being
saved from the patriot cause “on the fact that the settlers, deprived of the
tobacco trade and especially the cereal trade.. .will have nothing better to
do but give up the general cause in order to take care of their own.”
(Count De Guines to Count De Vergennes, December 15, 1775, William
Bell Clark and William James Morgan, Eds., Naval Documents of the
American Revolution (Washington, D.C.: United States Government
Printing Office, 1964-1972, III, 425)
The Ministry expressed the King’s approbation of the great zeal
that Dunmore had manifested in resisting the repelling insults of the
rebellious subjects of Virginia, several weeks after the Battle of Great
Bridge, Virginia. Nonetheless, when seven new battalions were sent to
America to reinforce Lord Cornwallis, they were placed under the
command of Major General Clinton rather than Lord Dunmore. This
reinforcement of forces also included a fifty-gun ship, six frigates, one
sloop and the bomb, Thunder. Rather than reduce Virginia to continued
subordination, this force was sent “for the purpose of reducing the
Southern Provinces to Obedience” and with the assistance of Loyalists
and friends of the British government and restore domestic tranquility in
these colonies. (Lord George Germain to Lord Dunmore, December 23,
1775, Public Record Office, Colonial Office, 5/1353, Part II, 635-38)
After Dunmore’s Defeat

“Following a truce to permit the British to remove their dead and
wounded, at the Great Bridge, Tory forces snuck out in the night to
return to Norfolk. Previously, Captain Fordyce was buried with full
military honors by the Whigs [patriots vs. Tories] near the site of the
battle. Casualty estimates ranged from Dunmore's official report of 62
killed or wounded to an escaped patriot's report that the British losses
totaled 102, excluding militia casualties.” {David K. Wilson, The
Southern Strategy: Britain’s Conquest of South Carolina and Georgia,
1775-1780 (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2005),
13}
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“The only claimed Whig casualty was one man with a slight
wound to the thumb.... (Ibid., 17)
“After a series of escalations over the Whig refusal to allow
provisions to be delivered to the overcrowded vessels, Dunmore and
Commodore Henry Pellow decided to bombard the town. {Russell,
David Lee (2000). The American Revolution in the Southern Colonies
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2000), 73}.
“On January 1, 1776, Norfolk was destroyed in action begun by
Royal Navy ships and their landing parties, but completed by Whig
troops that continued to loot and bum the former Tory stronghold. (Ibid.,
73-74)
“Lord Dunmore occupied Portsmouth [VA] in February 1776,
and used it as a base for raiding operations until late March, when
General Charles Lee successfully forced him back to the fleet. After
further raiding operations in the Chesapeake [region], Dunmore and the
British fleet left for New York City in August 1776...[and] never
returned to Virginia.” (Ibid., 75-76)
A highway marker was placed by the state of Virginia in 1934
near the battle site, (http://www.hmdb.org/marker.asp7marker-299
26) In response to construction threats to the battlefield, local citizens
organized in 1999 to preserve the area. A park is expected to be
completed in October 2011.” (http://www.gbbattlefield.org/down
loads/201 lSpringNewsletter.pdf)
This author has seen the sign placed at the Great Bridge to
designate this historic site, many times, in past decades. The bridge is
small though open for traffic.
Full details of the story, above, is posted at this Wikipedia site:
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ BattleofGreat Bridge)
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